During early 2012, the Argentine photographer Adriana Lestido spent two months undertaking photography on the Argentine Peninsula of Antartica. Hers is the first systematic photography of the region, and it demonstrates the attempt to capture visually the fully range of that landscape. Our customary imaginary of the Antarctic landscape is very impoverished, one of ice and white snow, with some scattered fauna. Lestido's systematic project reveals, by contrast, complex patterns of shifting climatic process and how shadow and light are far more complex than the conventional imaginary holds. A Guggenheim Foundation fellow, Lestido, who is known for her uncompromising photography of urban feminist social subjectivity, has, in a new phase of her work, turned to landscape photography and her Antarctica photographs constitute an highly original artistic undertaking to visualize how we might expand our understanding of the natural environment.
David William Foster. The antarctica photography of Adriana DOI 10.35168/1980-5276.UTP.interin.2020.Vol25.N1. pp187-197 In February and March, 2012, Adriana Lestido (Buenos Aires, 1955-) participated in a program in residency in Antarctica under the auspices of the Argentine Navy. 1 In the beginning she was going to be sent to Bahía Esperanza, a comfortable naval base on the tip of the archipelago that lies only a stone's throw from the South American continent. But because of the weather and higher orders, she ended up at the bare-bones base on Isla Decepción, which is still located on the Península Argentina but more in contact with the volcanic mass that characterizes the landscape of the Península. One nevertheless understands that, fundamentally, the continent that contains the South Pole is a vast unbounded extension of landscape that lies perpetually snow-covered: part of the unbounded or boundary-less nature of the continent is quite literally now due to the consequences of global warming, whereby traditional maps do not reflect its real contours, whose shifting nature can, however, be charted by Google Maps and more professional scientific instruments. This unstable, shifting geographic circumstance is part of an essential imaginary for
Antarctica.
Yet in addition to the otherworldly nature of its white expanse, a whiteness whose tonalities bring with it a fundamental challenge to the photographer, the Península Argentina offers another visual circumstance: the presence of a competingly vast extension of volcanic rock whose blackness contrasts in a vibrant fashion with the legendary whiteness of the snow. Owing to geological conditions, the volcanic rock does not lie covered by the snow, because of which the first thing that one sees, whether the photographer or her reader, in a rather jarring fashion is the panorama of volcanic blackness on its own or, in patches, the black mass covered by white patches of snow: since this is an area of semi-active volcanoes, a fair amount of the snow melts.
It is this conjunction that interests Lestido in particular, allowing us to experiencing what is, to the best of one's knowledge, a unique entry in the photography of Antarctica: not images grounded in the complex and seductive whiteness of the continent (which often prvoke concepts of blindness associated with optics, weather, and wind conditions), but rather in the intense blackness that profoundly alters our understanding of the Antarctica. Lestido has yet to publish the results of this expedition. 2
Black is a mysterious "color", first of all because it absorbs all other colors and customarily prevents us from focusing on details that, in one way or another, organize
semiotically what it appears to hide or cover over: hence the force of the metaphor of the "black hole" so important in theoretical astronomy and in its extension to the interpretive process of visual artistic creation. Anyone who works in fashion design knows there is no such thing as "black"; rather there is a broad spectrogram that colloquial speech synthesizes with one simple adjective. And when black appears in a place where we hardly thought it possible-the Antarctic landscape "that we all know" must be white (a "color" that has its own broad spectrogram), and when black occurs alongside the assumed overwhelming whiteness of the snow, the reader suddenly feels the need to recalibrate in a radical way the process of seeing and interpreting. In fact, a recurrent theme in the diary that Lestido kept during her experience in Antartica concerns, in the segment that relates to preparations for the excursion, how she is going to deal with the white vastness of the continent. It is clear that she did not know in advance that she was going to end up based in the volcanic beds.
Lestido, who has, among many other important distinctions, held a John S. Consequently, and in contrast to the work of a photographer who may know profoundly the visual profundities of her subject and who decides at any moment to intervene in them with her camera, Lestido's Antarctic expedition involves as much the sharing of the experience of discovery of the Península Argentina and her affective reaction to it as it does the resulting images. Or, to put it differently, we read these photographs as involving as much the discovery of the subject matter as the recording of it, and that process of recoding is very much contextualized and highlighted by the affective experiences that underlie it. This, too, is an important point, especially to the extent that our culture "naturalizes" photography of other human subjects (that is, other as regards the photographer) as high on an affective scale. But while we recognize that a landscape image is, in some way, a part of a photographer's experience, is justified or motivated by an emotional engagement with it, we tend to focus on the physical contours of the image rather than the affective engagement it suggests: another human subject "smiles" or "frowns" back at the photographer, but a landmass or an oceanic expanse is "simply just there." Or so it seems to be if we choose to ignore the overarching affect that engages the photographer with that landmass through the camera lense. And this may be even more so in the case of Antarctica, where the prevalent icon is that of the white continent, populated exclusively by cute penguinsor by "child birds," ("pájaros niños"), as Argentines call them colloquially. If affect is involved here, it is purely stereotypic in nature and hardly subject to complex emotional experience on anyone's part. Thus, it is inevitable that the cover image of This mass is set against the clarity of a sky that, while it is overcast as is often the case in the area, is free of the environmental contamination beyond the continent.
Such will be the case as long as that continent is still only populated by military base personnel and the occasional scientific expedition and, still scant, adventure tourism.
All three of these groups, to be sure, bring with them their own level of contamination, but it is still more likely to affect the ground surface than the air envelope. which their territory is exposed. It is well known how extensive the ecological threats are that penguins and other continent life are exposed to. Suffice it to say that one cannot ignore the consequences of the presence of military bases (and, eventually, the bases of scientific exploration and likely, ensuing exploitation). And needless to say that the photographer herself is one of the invading elements that threaten the region's ecosystem. No one can believe that photography is merely objective documentary and that it does not constitute a measure of (potentially deleterious) intervention in whatever it chooses to bring into focus. The mere provocation of interest in a phenomenon is merely the first step toward material encroachment, the inherent pathos of so-called nature photography and its many parallels and derivations. Understanding this is an important question, because it shifts what might be a charming image of a penguin looking out over its natural habitat into a warning call regarding the dangers of the very presence of the human being who enjoys the ability to effect the photograph. The fact that the surroundings is that of the black volcanic rock is a strong metaphor referencing how the continental landscape is much more than an untouched expanse characterized by accretions of romantic pathetic fallacy.
One of the most impressive images in Antártica negra, one of considerable ideological import, appears placed almost at the end of the photobook. It is an extension of open sky and sea, split into two equal segments. In the lower right corner, one can make out the beginnings of the shoreline. There are three figures in the photograph that are equally distributed more or less in the center of the image. There is a seagull floating over the water, and there is a penguin standing in the waves lapping close to the shoreline. The animal appears as though to be contemplating the horizon where land and sea come together. What the penguin seems specifically to be contemplating is a ship that occupies the horizon formed by the conjunction of sky and sea: we can make out the eyes of the penguin, but not those of the seagull, which allows for us to conjecture with regard to what might be the object of the vision of the planning bird. One might surmise that the ship might well be a military vessel, since there is as yet almost nothing of mercantile movement through the waters of that zone. Indeed, one will recall that it is the presence of the military base that allows for Lestido the opportunity to carry out her photographic project in that sector of the continent. There is a long and questionable practice of anthropomorphizing the penguin, something that is readily seen in Luc Jacquet's film The March of the Penguins (2005) which, despite its notable visual beauty, avails itself of the biological cycle of the animal in order to erect a regrettable reactionary heterosexist discourse regarding unanalyzed concepts of matrimony and paternity. As self-evident as these concepts may be when applied to the societal parameters of human life-and they are only selfevident to the extent that they have been "naturalized" to the point of being virtually impervious to questioning exception-it is an inexcusable ideological sleight of hand to extend them as metaphors of the domain of non-humans. That is, as a consequence of such a sleight of hand, penguins are made to serve as nothing more than signs of a specific human social ideology. Yielding, nevertheless, to such a project of humanizing resignification of the penguin and extending the allusion to the bird as a sentinel present in the image on the cover of Antártida negra commented on above, one could say that in this case the animal serves as a witness to the material presence of the human invasion of the natural territory that the penguin has presided over, almost to the exclusion of any other advanced forms of life, since time immemorial (whales and seals remain consigned to the sea, and in the case of the seals, to the shoreline; the seagulls, although presiding in the air, are also confined to the shoreline on account of the sea life they depend on for sustenance).
Thus, in comparative terms, the enormous bulk of the ship traverses the horizon is its unrelenting arch of invasion of the waters of the continent. The penguin stands posted as a sentinel (a cincept that might be extended to the seagull, as generalized synecdoches of nature), left witnessing futilely the human invasion that, in a proleptic fashion, augurs for the inevitable destruction of its world. Of course, one would not want to attribute a range of the human possibility to foresee the future to these birds, but cannot help but recall the powerful fact that the slightest human contact between one of them and a human being is sufficient to render the animal permanently ostracized from the flock. These are, at least, more benign anthropomorphizing attributions that contribute to a moving meaning for Lestido's image. The fact that everything is enveloped in a climatological shroud only serves further to cast an aura that is almost mythic in its evocation of the "epic" human conquest of the continents. However, there is yet another dimension present here that lends the image a metaphotographic quality, and that is the non-visible presence (but still nevertheless an extremely fundamental circumstance) of the photographer herself. While the image enjoys a certain degree of authenticity in its relationship to the pristine natural setting being recorded in an almost clandestine fashion, it is imperative to understand that the photographer herself constitutes an invading force, given the technology of knowledge and control that she as a human being and as an "equipped" adventurer exercises over the realms she has been afforded the privilege and license to conquer. In this sense, the photographer serves as something like the scribes or chroniclers that accompanied the conquistadores of the Americas: they were far from mere passive witnesses to what they were reporting on. Rather, they were participants and accomplices in the project of invasion and, inevitably, in the unrelenting and irreversible transformation of what they saw and sought to record. Placed almost at the end of her photobook, it is as though Lestido, with this image, wished to problematize, in the form of an ideological metacommentary, the human dominion over Antarctica that her "machine" (to use a basic metaphor of Spanish for the camera) wished to effect.
I conclude with these observations because it is never merely a matter of assembling a dossier of beautiful images of a vast continent still, despite many available photographic images, as yet basically unknown to the world-and even less as regards its volcanic features. Rather, it is a question of postulating, in a synthetic fashion, a way of thinking about what must be our human posture in the face of a territory such as this whose conquest we have only begun to carry out. Moreover, Antártica negra demonstrates with renewed emphasis the degree to which Lestido is aware of the ethic questions surrounding photography, the degree to which it can never be merely "objective" or "innocent" and the profound degree to which simple act a taking a picture-not to mention the extensive manipulations to which it is subsequently subject-is always a profound intervention in the world. Far from simply "capturing" reality, photography changes it in incalculable ways, and even more so when we might assume, in its solid "thereness," that there is little to be disrupted. It is the understated nature of so much of Lestido's work, here and elsewhere, that most demonstrates the disquieting power of photography.
